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This exploratory study investigates the impact of residence on the social 
networks reported by very old (75 years+) single and widowed men who live 
alone, either in the community (n=26) or an independent living unit in a 
retirement village (n=24). With research suggesting that older men living alone 
are most at risk for experiencing social isolation, this study investigates whether 
living in a retirement village, surrounded by same-age peers, might ameliorate 
loneliness by facilitating social interactions. Participants living in the community 
and retirement villages reported their overall loneliness, contact with friends and 
their satisfaction with that contact. The results indicated that, regardless of 
residence, older men living alone report minimal levels of telephone and face-
to-face contact with friends. However, when contact with other residents is 
included, compared to their peers in the community, older men living alone in 
retirement villages reported twice the number of social interactions. Additionally, 
although not a statistically significant difference, older men living alone in the 
community reported greater loneliness and were less satisfied with the amount 
of contact they had with friends than retirement village residents. With 
researchers repeatedly linking social interactions with better mental and 
physical health, the finding that living in a retirement village fosters social 
interactions suggests that where older people chose to live may positively affect 
their overall wellbeing. Given the scarcity of published research comparing life 
in a retirement village with life at home in the community, the findings of this 
exploratory study highlight the need to further research issues of ageing among 
older men.  
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In 2001, 383,000 older Australians, aged 75 years and over, lived alone. By 2026, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2004) forecasts that nearly a million older 
Australians will be living alone. A quarter of these older Australians living alone will be 
men. With research repeatedly demonstrating that men typically report smaller social 
networks and weaker interpersonal connections with family and friends than women 
(Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987), older men who live alone are most at risk for 
experiencing social isolation and loneliness. Yet, to date, our understanding about the 
social networks and interactions of older men, particularly those living alone, is limited. 
Older men have been described as “relatively invisible” in gerontological research 
(Thompson, 1994), with researchers tending to focus on older women (Arber, 2004; 
Fleming, 1999). Until recently, research into the lives of both men and women aged 
older than 75 years has been almost non-existent, with the experiences of unmarried 
“old-old” men living alone virtually ignored (Grundy & Bowling, 1999; Litwin & Landau, 
2000). This exploratory study begins to rectify this gender imbalance by comparing the 
social networks and loneliness reported by very old (75 years+) unmarried men living 
alone, either in the community or in an independent living unit (ILU) in a retirement 
village. 
 
In explaining why unmarried older men living alone are typically lonelier than both 
unmarried women (Peters & Liefbroer, 1997; Pinquart, 2003) and married men (Alpass 
& Neville, 2003), researchers have emphasised that there is a gender difference in the 
strength and size of social support networks. Women typically report extensive social 
networks and interactions with family and friends (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987); men, 
on the other hand, typically report that their primary -and often only- source of support 
is their spouse (Okun & Keith, 1998). This gender-differentiated nature of social 
support and interactions means that older men living alone are more likely to 
experience social isolation than both married men, who can confide in their spouse, 
and unmarried women, who can confide and rely on their extensive circle of friends and 
family (Alpass & Neville, 2003; Peters & Liefbroer, 1997; Pinquart, 2003). Given these 
differences, it is not surprising to find that researchers believe that men, living alone 
without a partner, are most at risk for experiencing loneliness and social isolation (Yeh 
& Lo, 2004; Wu & Pollard, 2000). To date, although there has been a call for “an 
increased male awareness of the importance of socialization and relationship issues” 
(Pinquart, 2003, p. 50), researchers have not fully investigated how best to facilitate 
social connections among older men living alone.    
 
With research indicating that social interactions have a positive impact on the mental 
and physical health of older people (e.g., Litwin, 2001; Martire, Schulz, Mittelmark & 
Newsom, 1999), and may actually prevent functional decline in the very old (Avlund et 
al., 2004), determining how best to facilitate social connections and interactions among 
older people, particularly older men, is of increasing importance. Yet, although people 
are now living longer than in any other time in history, natural opportunities for older 
people to interact with their neighbours in their community are more limited today than 
ever before (Putnam, 2000). Putnam (2000) eloquently lamented the demise of 
communities, describing a decline in social capital or social connectedness as people 
today value their privacy, rarely interact with neighbours and rarely participate in 
community events. For older people living alone, this decline in social capital and 
sense of community increases the likelihood of social isolation. Cannuscio, Block, and 
Kawachi (2003) recently linked social capital with successful ageing, arguing that living 
in a community high in social capital is particularly important for older Americans who 
live alone and may have limited social interactions within their homes. Unfortunately, 
whereas communities once were cohesive and lively places where neighbours 
naturally and frequently interacted, these days:  
the physical and social construct of the urban environment promotes isolation. 
Higher rates of television watching, increased computer usage, concern about 
crime, little contact with neighbours and geographic isolation have created 
communities that are not interconnected. This isolation may result in a lack of 
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social networks and diminished social capital (Srinivasan, O’Fallon and Dearry, 
2003, p.1447).  
 
In part, although not explicitly viewed in these terms, the growing popularity of 
retirement villages may be interpreted as reflecting older people’s desire to live in a 
community high in social capital (e.g., Cannuscio et al., 2003). That is, they are seeking 
a safe, friendly environment, where they know their neighbours and their neighbours 
look out for them. To date, few researchers have fully investigated life in a retirement 
village, although research suggests older people move to a retirement village seeking a 
better quality of life, attracted by the numerous leisure activities on offer and the 
increased opportunities for social interactions with others their own age (Gardner, 
1994). To our knowledge, only one published study has investigated the social aspects 
of living in a retirement village. In that study, Buys (2001) found that retirement village 
residents reported relatively high levels of both informal and formal social contact with 
other residents. However, the idea that retirement village residents, through contact 
with other residents, are less lonely and report more social interactions than their peers 
living in the community has not been explicitly tested.  
 
This study examines the premise that living in a retirement village might ameliorate 
loneliness in older people, by facilitating social connections and interpersonal 
interactions. In light of research suggesting that only “10% of an older adult’s day 
consists of direct social contact” (Baltes, Wahl, Schmid-Furstoss, 1990; cited in Keyes, 
2002, p 518), investigating if where older people choose to live might mitigate social 
isolation is increasingly important given that social interaction is linked with better 
mental and physical health (e.g., Litwin, 2001; Martire et al., 1999; Pinquart & 
Sörensen, 2000). For older men living alone, believed to be most at risk for 
experiencing social isolation and loneliness (Wu & Pollard, 2000), living in a retirement 
village with frequent opportunities for social interactions, might be beneficial. The 
primary focus of this study was to compare the social contacts reported by older single, 
unmarried and widowed men, living alone either in the community or an independent 
living unit in a retirement village. This study investigates whether loneliness, the 
number of close acquaintances and frequency of contact with friends differs according 
to where older men live. To our knowledge, this study is the first to explicitly examine 
how environmental factors, specifically residence choice, might facilitate social 
interactions and ameliorate loneliness among men aged 75 years and older.  
 
 
Method  
This cross-sectional study amalgamates the findings of two separate studies conducted 
in South-East Queensland, Australia. Participants were single (unmarried, widowed or 
separated) older men over the age of 75 years, living either in the community or an 
independent living unit in a retirement village. 
 
Group 1: Retirement Village Residents (Independent Living Units)  
The participants in this exploratory study were residents of Independent Living Units 
(ILU) owned by a religious, non-profit organisation in Queensland within a 50 km radius 
of the Brisbane Central Business District or at the Gold Coast. A total of 1015 people 
reside at the 25 ILU sites around Brisbane and Gold Coast (869 in Brisbane with 21 
sites and 146 at the Gold Coast at 4 sites).  Of the 395 (39% of the total resident 
population) people randomly selected and asked if they would participate in a one hour 
face-to-face interview in their own home, 82% (n=323) consented. This study focuses 
specifically on a subset of that data, specifically single or widowed men over the age of 
75 years (n=26) living alone in their ILU.  
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Group 2: Community Living     
The participants in this exploratory study were older people, aged 65 years and over, 
living in the community in South East Queensland. Using the contact details provided 
by an older person’s state-wide organisation and a domiciliary care organisation, 
questionnaires, including a letter of introduction and a prepaid return envelope, were 
mailed to older adults living in community settings. There was a 40% (n=378) response 
rate. This study focuses specifically on single or widowed men over the age of 75 years 
(n=24) who lived alone in their home.  
 
Measures 
Each group of participants was administered the same survey, using different data 
collection methods; face to face interview for retirement village residents and a self-
complete questionnaire for those living in the community. This study reports the 
variables measuring loneliness, contact with friends and their satisfaction with that 
contact.   
 
The frequency of visits and contact with friends over the past week was measured with 
three dependent variables: number of phone calls (0, 1-5, 5-10 or 10+), number of trips 
(0, 1-2 or 3+) and the number of visits (0, 1-2 or 3+), with visits to and from friends 
measured separately, but combined into one variable for clarity here. To gain an 
estimate of overall frequency of contact with friends and family, all contact was 
summed and recoded as a dichotomous variable, contrasting those who had no 
contact at all with those who reported at least one contact (trip, visit or phone call) with 
either family in the past week (potential range from 0 to 3). Finally, retirement village 
residents were asked about their contact with other residents in the last week, 
specifically the number of visits to and from other residents, and the number of trips 
they had made, both within and outside the village. Participants reported how satisfied 
they were with the amount of time they spent with friends, anchored at “nowhere near 
as often as I would like” (1) and “far too often” (5), as well as how frequently they felt 
lonely, ranging from “never” (1) to “very often” (5). 
 
Analysis  
SPSS software was utilised to calculate descriptive statistics for the key demographic, 
health and behavioural characteristics describing unmarried men living in retirement 
villages or the community. Statistical analyses, chi-squares for categorical variables 
and t-tests for continuous variables, were then conducted to determine if these 
variables differed as a function of residence.  
 
Results1 
Neither the total number of close acquaintances nor telephone conversations with 
friends in the last week differed as a function of residence. The majority of older men 
reported having between 1-10 close acquaintances (RV: 62% vs CL: 58%).  A third 
reported either zero (RV: 32% vs CL: 35%) or 1-5 (RV: 36% vs CL: 46%) telephone 
conversations with friends in the last week.  
 
In the last week, the majority of older men reported zero visits to or from friends (RV: 
58% vs CL: 50%), although retirement village residents were more likely to report at 
least one trip out with friends in the past week (RV: 27% vs CL: 0%, x2(2, 50)=7.51, 
p<.02). Overall, the amount of contact older men had with external friends did not differ 
as a function of residence, with most reporting at one contact, either phone call, visit  or 
trip, in the past week (RV: 1.35 vs CL: 1.13). Contact with other retirement village 
residents was recorded separately, with over half of residents reporting that in the last 
week they had either visited (50%), or been visited by (61%), another resident. Few 
                                                 
1 In this investigation, our focus is on the role of friends, however it is important to note that presence of 
family members (siblings, children) and frequency of contact with family was also assessed and did not 
differ as a function of residence.  
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residents had gone on any trips with other residents, with most reporting zero trips 
within (73%) or outside (89%) the village. When contact with other retirement village 
residents was included in our measure of social contact, residents report significantly 
more social interactions than their peers in the community (RV: 3.69 vs CL: 1.13, 
t(1,48)=4.25,p<.000).  
 
Whilst there were no significant differences in overall loneliness or satisfaction about 
contact with friends as a function of residence, there was a trend for older men living in 
the community to report greater loneliness and dissatisfaction with the degree of 
contact they had with friends. Specifically, nearly one fifth of older men living alone in 
the community reported feeling lonely quite or very often (RV: 12% vs. CL: 17%), with 
nearly half reporting that see their friends either nowhere near or a bit less often than 
they would like (RV: 28% vs. CL: 45%).  
 
Discussion 
 
Overall, regardless of residence, the majority of unmarried older men rarely felt lonely, 
reported at least one interaction with friends in the last week and were satisfied with the 
amount of time they spent with friends. Interestingly, however, when the number of 
contacts retirement village residents had with other residents was included, they 
reported double the number of interpersonal interactions than their peers in the 
community. Moreover, although not a statistically significant difference, there was a 
trend for community-dwelling older men to report increased loneliness and 
dissatisfaction about the amount of time they spend with friends.  In light of these 
trends and recent research indicating that social interactions actually prevent functional 
decline in the very old (Avlund et al., 2004), this exploratory study points to retirement 
villages as creating an environment which facilitates social contact and interactions. 
Given that interpersonal interactions have been repeatedly linked with improved quality 
of life, physical and  mental health amongst older people (Harwood, Pound, & Ebrahim, 
2000; Litwin, 2001; Martire et al., 1999; Pinquart & Sörensen, 2000), the current 
findings highlight the necessity for more research into how retirement village living 
compares with life in the community.   
 
To our knowledge, this is the first study to explicitly compare the lives of older men 
living alone in the community with their peers living in retirement villages. As such, the 
findings, although exploratory in nature, indicate that retirement villages offer older men 
daily opportunities to engage and interact with others. In fact, retirement village 
residents report double the number of interpersonal interactions compared to their 
peers living alone in the community. Simultaneously, there was a trend for community-
dwelling older men to report increased loneliness and dissatisfaction about the amount 
of time they spend with friends. Combined, these findings imply that retirement village 
living, by providing an environment conducive to social interactions, may have positive 
benefits for older men living alone. Of course, our conclusions and interpretations must 
be tentative at this stage given our small sample size and the lack of research about 
older men.  
 
In part, our findings and conclusions are limited and impeded by the relatively small 
sample size and the self-selection aspects of this exploratory study. This study may 
paint a positively biased picture of this cohort of older men as perhaps only relatively 
well-functioning men in the community returned our mail survey. That is, our results 
may be exclusive of older men with cognitive and physical disabilities. For example, 
some may have refrained from completing the survey because of poor vision or 
physical problems, such as arthritis. Moreover, the act of completing the survey may 
have seemed a daunting experience, particularly for frail older men. Thus, by relying on 
older men independently completing and returning a mail survey, our knowledge of the 
social experiences of community-dwelling men may be positively-skewed.  
Alternatively, differing comparison standards may also explain the lack of differences, 
 6
as judgments of loneliness and satisfaction about time spent with friends are inherently 
subjective. Unfortunately, the more objective measure recording the number of friends 
older men had was not discrete enough, with approximately 60% of all participants 
reporting having between 1-10 close acquaintances. Whether retirement village 
residents have, on average, nine close acquaintances but their community-dwelling 
peers have one is a topic for future research. Certainly, given that half of all retirement 
village residents reported visits to or from other residents in the previous week, it is 
possible residents have larger, and potentially stronger, social support network than 
their peers in the community. To fully determine the impact of social interactions on 
general wellbeing, researchers need to measure other factors, such as happiness or 
quality of life, which may be more directly affected by social interactions. Overall, 
however, despite these limitations, the finding that residents report more frequent 
social interactions than their peers in the community may highlight one reason why 
retirement villages are increasing in popularity.  
 
Whilst researchers agree that the amount of contact people have with others declines 
with age, the impact and explanations for this decline has been debated. In 
socioemotional selectivity theory, Carstensen (1992) argues that older people focus on 
developing and maintaining intimate ties with others, thereby choosing to have less 
contact with peripheral members of their social networks (i.e., workmates and 
neighbours). Thus, whilst the quantity of interactions decreases, the quality of 
relationships is extremely high and emotionally beneficial. On the other hand, the 
quantity and frequency of casual interactions may be more important for older people 
than we may realise, with even non-intimate and infrequent contact potentially having 
extremely beneficial consequences (Fingerman & Griffiths, 1999). For example, living 
in close proximity to your neighbours, being able to engage in friendly informal chatter 
with others nearby and having the assurance that others will look out for your safety 
and will check if you fail to get your mail each morning may go a long way to easing an 
older person’s fears. To date, however, with the notable exception of Fingerman and 
Griffiths (1999) who examined the emotional effect of receiving Christmas cards on 
older people, most researchers have focused on the role of close intimate social ties. 
Whether and how non-intimate interactions, such as those with neighbours or 
retirement village residents, might affect an older person’s overall wellbeing and peace 
of mind is a topic for future research. Given that men typically report smaller social 
support networks than women (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987), it may be that even non-
intimate interactions, with other retirement village residents or neighbours, may be 
important in ensuring the general wellbeing of older men.    
 
Finally, we need to reiterate that older men living alone in the community reported, on 
average, one contact (phone call, visit or trip) in the past week with friends. Thanks to 
their face-to-face contact with other residents, older men living alone in retirement 
villages reported, on average, three contacts in the past week. This difference suggests 
that living in a retirement village, surrounded by people, enables older men living alone 
to develop stronger social networks and new friendships. Conversely, the reality is that 
men living in the community may not have the same opportunities to meet and 
socialise with their peers. With Putnam (2000) lamenting the decline of communities 
and social capital, it is possible that the escalating popularity of retirement villages may 
be due to the fact that they facilitate regular social interactions, through fostering a 
sense of community and social capital. Of course, given our small sample size, lack of 
differences in overall loneliness and satisfaction with contact, as well as the fact that 
we do not know the quality of these relationships, our conclusions can only be 
tentative. However, the notion that older people are drawn to communities high in 
social capital, such as retirement villages, deserves further investigation.  
 
With most industrialised counties reporting rapidly ageing populations, the proportion of 
very old men and women, those aged 75 years and over, will continue to increase, as 
will the odds of older people being single, whether they are widowed, unmarried or 
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divorced, and living alone in very late life. The challenge for researchers is to find ways 
to foster connections and social interactions among the very old. In this study, older 
men who lived alone in independent living units in retirement villages reported 
significantly more interpersonal interactions, thanks to contact with other residents, 
than their peers living alone in the community. Whilst our dependent measures did not 
detect any significant positive impact of this social contact, there was a noticeable trend 
for older men living in the community to be lonelier and less satisfied with the contact 
they had with friends.  Given that research frequently emphasises the benefits of social 
interactions on the mental and physical health of older people (e.g., Harwood, Pound, 
& Ebrahim, 2000; Litwin, 2001; Martire et al., 1999; Pinquart & Sörensen, 2000), our 
findings raise questions about whether retirement villages, through promoting regular 
social interactions, may have a positive impact on older men’s overall wellbeing and 
happiness. As this is the first study to investigate differences between life in retirement 
villages and the community, it is our hope that this exploratory study will prompt further 
investigation into the potential benefits of living in retirement village for older single 
men.  
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